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MATT D O N O V A N
H O U S E  O F  T H E  V E T T I I
No catastrophe has ever yielded so much pleasure 
to the rest o f  humanity.
- Goethe
N o t  lo n g  f rom  now,  peo p le  will c ro w d  th e  s t ree t,  w e e p i n g  a n d  s c a n ­
n in g  the  skies.  A w o m a n  will flail o n  her  b a t h r o o m  tiles, g r i p p i n g  
a b o t t l e  o f  p o i so n ,  a n d  t o m o r r o w ’s n ew sp a p e r s  will rail again s t  an y  
m i s h m a s h  o f  f ic t ion  an  d fact.
But ,  for  now,  d esp i t e  a dr izz le  of forecas ted  ra in ,  eve ry ­
th i n g  is s w i m m i n g  a lo n g  jus t f ine to R a m o n  Raque l lo  a n d  his O r ­
ches t r a  c h u r n i n g  t h r o u g h  a m o o d y  t an g o  in the  H o te l  Park Plazas  
M e r id i a n  R o o m .  T h a t  ther e  is no  M e r i d i a n  R o o m  w i th  a low c h a n ­
del ier  laced w i th  faux pearls  a n d  a s h o e - w o r n  c h e c k e r b o a r d  d an c e  
floor,  n o r  an y  g r i n n i n g ,  t u x e d o c d  R a m o n  s t i t c h in g  the  ai r w i th  his 
b a t o n ,  doesn ' t  mat t er .  Jus t  now,  no  o n e  is the  wiser,  a n d  the  s h o w s  
few l i steners  are bare ly  a t t e n d i n g  to the  rad io  filler th is  is m e a n t  to 
be.
Even w h e n  the  a n n o u n c e r  i n t e r r u p t s  w i t h  a w e a t h e r  u p ­
da te  aga in  -  a s l ight  a t m o s p h e r i c  shi ft  above N o v a  Scot ia  -  it bare ly  
w a r r an t s  a m e n t i o n .  So o n  R a m o n  is back,  t r o t t i n g  o u t  th a t  w o r k ­
hor se  “ La C u m p a r s i t a . ” A n d  i f th is  melody ,  too ,  will  give way  to 
the  a n n o u n c e m e n t  t h a t  a s t reak of h y d ro g e n  is rac ing t o w ard  ea r th  
“ like a jet o f  b lue  f lame s h o t  f r om  a gun"  -  no  i m p o r t a .  In a few 
beats,  w e ’re r e tu r n e d  yet again ,  l i l t ing  t h r o u g h  “a t u n e  t h a t  never  
loses flavor, ‘Star  D u s t , ”’ t h e  t i t l e ’s gag n o t  yet  clear.
In E u r i p i d e s ’ play, P e n t h e u s  can' t  s top  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  w h a t  goes  on  
in those  w o o d s .  T h e  revels, the  r ap tu re ,  the  w h i p p i n g  of hair,  his 
c i t izens  s l i n k in g  off in to  th ickets .  W h e n  he  says t h a t  Bacchu s  has 
no place in th e  law o f  T h e b e s ,  th a t  all the  p o l l u te d  will h ang ,  w h a t  
he  m e a n s  is th a t ,  m o r e  t h a n  a n y t h i n g  in the  w o r ld ,  he  des ires the i r  
p leasures ,  the i r  th ickets .
After  the  p e r f u m e d  S t r a n g e r  — Bacc hu s  in d isgu ise  — is c a p ­
tu red  by palace  gua rds  a n d  d rag g ed  back  to P e n t h e u s  in o r d e r  to
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answer  for his c o r ru p t in g  ways,  his chains  keep s l ipp in g  f rom  his 
wrists wi th  the  ease o f  d r i p p i n g  water:  the  go d  o f  desire,  wine ,  and 
th ra sh ing  in the  da rk  c a n n o t  ever be b o u n d .
N o r  can he abide  insul t ,  an d  Bacchus  will have his revenge.
“ Bring the  torch b u rn ing , "  the  god  in s t ruct s  his followers,  
“ l .adv Ea r th quake ,  ” he c o m m a n d s ,  in t im a te  e n o u g h  wi th  D e s t r u c ­
t ion to s u m m o n  her by n am e ,  “c o m e  shake the  f loor o f  the  w o r l d . ”
•  •  •
T h e y  c o m b e d  the  Kansas malls,  on  the  prowl  for o r d in a r y  folk wi l l­
ing to bec ome corpses.  O r  rather,  b o d y  types  th a t  Pit the  bill they 
had in m in d  af ter  w a d in g  th ro u g h  declassif ied H i r o s h i m a  footage.
Al low th e m  to hack oft  y o u r  hai r  in hap h a za r d  ch unks ,  
an d  you'd pocke t  seventy-five dol lars.  C h o o s e  to be merely  a m u d -  
splat tered,  soo t-caked  heap,  a n d  y o u ’d earn  th i r ty- f ive  bucks .
T h e  d i rec to r  — fresh f rom f i lming  a doom sday ,  w o r ld - e v a p ­
ora t ing  device an d  the  dea th  o f  an  i r r ad ia t ed  S po ck  — k n ew  w h a t  
he w an te d  for his o n - lo ca t io n  shots.  T h r o w  in, for ins tance ,  a few 
scrap-heap  cars, a few c o r p s e ‘vo lun tee rs ,  a n d  the  w reck ing  ba 11 - 
p u m m e l e d  hospital  he knew  w o u l d  be perfect .
•  •  •
T h e  real ho ok  begins wi th  eyewitness repor ts :  gas e r u p t i o n s  c o m ­
ing from Mars,  som e  kind o f  s t r ip ed  disk h u r t l i n g  d o w n .
But  even af ter  the  m e teo r i t e  causes e a r th q u a k e - l i k e  shocks,  
the music  pre tense  con t inues :  a few l ilt ing,  inc identa l  measures  on 
the p iano;  tw en ty  seconds  of B obby  M i l l e t t e ’s O r c h e s t r a  t h u m p ­
ing o u t  beats in Brooklyn at  the  a l so -n o n e x is t en t  H o te l  M a r t i n e t ,  
wh ich  now can be read, in a low-ball  gag, as a facs imi le o f  “ M a r ­
t ian .”
It w o n ’t be long now. Soon,  the  carefree danc ehal l  swing 
is scrapped for repor ts  f rom G r o v e r s  Mill:  so m e  k ind  o f  f lam ing 
weirdness  is sm o ld e r in g  there  in the  wheat .
•  •  •
Even as he tries to s top the  Bacchaic rites, P en theus  feels the i r  
pulse.  He c a n t  help it. H e  can ’t shake w h a t  he w a n t s  b e y o n d  all
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else, and the need clings to h im  like the last swill ol b u r g u n d y
coat ing  a glass.
Arrangements ,  the Stranger  suggests,  migh t  in tact be 
made.  Perhaps the king could  sneak a peak alter  all.
I f  Pentheus intends  to feign noncha lance  -  those woods,  
that  unbr id led  flesh -  the charade  is not  long-l ived. A l though ,  he 
admits ,  it would  cause him distress him to see T he b ians  wild with 
trenzy, he would  cough up a great deal ot  gold to watch.
“You’d see with pleasure that  which  gives you pa in?’’, the  
Stranger  asks.
“Yes,” he replies, his voice t rembl ing,  “s i t t ing  beneath  the 
fir trees, w i thou t  a so u n d .”
•  •  •
For m on ths ,  w e’d been c h o m p i n g  to see it, bai ted by teasers on 
ABC: one  m inu te ,  Jack Palance on Ripley’s Believe It or  N o t  p ree n ­
ing over a t h i r ty -p o u n d  tu rn ip ;  the next,  a com ing-soon  clip ot  that  
tantal iz ing br ick-red m u sh r o o m  cloud.
“N o t  a cha nce ,” my m o m  assured me. “End  o f  story. You 
w o n ’t be watch ing  tha t . ”
Ah,  bu t  1 knew that  I would.  And a l though  1 needled,  
pleaded,  pledged nag-free chores , in the end it was Mrs. Jenkins ,  
my fourth -g rade  teacher, who  provided my t r u m p  card by assigning 
the film as hom ew ork .  She said s o m e th ing  a bou t  a wake up  call, 
abou t  how -  yada-yada -  this w ou ld  change  o u r  lives. T h e  rat ionale  
d i d n ’t mat ter :  I'd be w a tch in g  when  The Day After  arrived.
•  •  •
Everything  was calculated.  I hose yawning  s tretches o f  orchestral 
fluff not  only added veracity, bu t  also bo u g h t  some t im e un t i l  Ed 
Bergen and  Charl ie ,  his m onocled ,  m a n - a b o u t - to w n  ventr i loquis t  
d um m y,  were d one  t rad ing  jabs on N B C s  Chase  and  Sanborn 
Hour .  W hil e  listeners m igh t  be hooked  on h a m m y  puns ,  they were 
unde rs t andab ly  less loyal to the hi t -seeking tunes tha t  followed.  
W h e n  D o r o th y  L am our  began to croon  “ Two Sleepy People,” i t­
self a lackluster sp in -of f  f rom “ Let’s Put  O u t  the Lights and  C o  to 
Sleep,” O rso n  Welles knew that  m any  listeners, long after his bu t t -
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covering disclaimers were done,  would go fishing a round  the dial. 
By the t ime body counts  were broadcast -  “At least forty people, 
including six state t roopers . . .  their bodies burned  and distor ted 
beyond all possible recogni tion -  he hoped fewer dupes would 
suspect the man  behind the curtain,  or that a cur ta in  existed at all.
Because once the destruct ion began, there was no room to 
fudge it: the terror needed to be real or the whole broadcast was a 
wash. In order  to train his actors for the m o m e n t  when the crowd 
gathers at the pit in the Held and the ship’s hatch rotates off  and  
a slithering, bear-sized thing, glistening like wet leather, takes aim 
with its heat ray and turns  men into flame, he made  the cast listen, 
again and again, to Herbert  Morr i sons  radio report  of the H inden-  
burg disaster which had taken place the year before. After all, in 
the broadest strokes, the event they were descr ibing was the same: 
what  begins with the weather -  “It’s s tar ting to rain again. T h e  rain 
had slacked up a little bi t .” -  ends with someone  screaming about  
carnage, wreckage, the humanity,  a sky suddenly in flames.
•  •  •
I here was always someth ing to fear.
Dungeons  and Dragons puddl ing  our  brains, whipping  us 
into Satan-loving louts; razor blades tucked into the gooey good­
ness of a Trick or Treat brownie;  our  town’s cat-burglar  dubbed  Big- 
foot; and Iran’s bloodthirs ty Ayatollah, who  also appeared,  for two 
straight years, s ta t ioned between Leatherface and a zombie clown 
in our town’s annual  H aun ted  House.
I hrough it all, though,  and sett ing the bar, were the C o m ­
mies: Jesus- loathing Reds who lived to the left o f  Alaska, and who 
were less, it seemed, a fully-bodied people than a single finger hov­
ering over a cherry-red bu t ton  labeled “Launch.”
In I  he Day After, following some forget table formulaic  
preamble (a machismo,  can t -bl ink Soviet showdown; a couple loaf­
ing in bu t ton-down jammies,  sure it’ll all work out),  after ads for 
Redenbacher popcorn and Dollar  Rent-a-Car,  the air sirens were 
wailing and missiles deployed and our  I.V. screen turned  ent i re­
ly white just before a jellyfish-like shape loomed above the Kan­
sas highway and, in the fields, in the homes, in the churches and
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schools, all those mids tr ide  incinerat ions -  what  we had tuned  to 
see -  began at long last.
I hat first kid in overalls, puzzled by the sky; a m o the r  
c lutch ing  her infant ; an ent ire  cross-legged e lementa ry  school  class; 
a gal loping horse, a lollygagging br ide and groom, still wrapp ing  
up vows at the altar — for a few wide-eyed,  jazzcd-up weeks, other  
than that evaporat ion montage  little else was on ou r  minds.  At the 
bus s top pine,  over sporked ta t ter- tots  at lunch,  in any class ripe to 
digress, we couldn  t s top rehashing those x-ray bone-f lashes , all that  
here- then-gone.
•  •  •
O uts ide  o f  Thebes ,  beginn ing  to venture  into the woods,  Pentheus 
is no longer  sure what  he’s seeing. It's become impossible to know 
w ha t ’s real: the s t ranger seems to be growing  horns from his head 
and there seem to be two Thebes.
For a t ime,  there seems to be two Grover ’s Mills: one in 
the thick o f  apocalypse,  one beg inn ing  to nuzzle down on a S u n ­
day evening beneath  a c loud-smudged  ha lf -moon.  Wet rag stuffed 
against  his m ou th ,  a man  screeches a round  the block again,  u n ­
sure where to flee. Som eone  from Dayton  calls The New York lim es 
asking, “W ha t  t im e  will it be the end of the world? Som eone  fires 
a sho tgun  at a windmil l ,  mistaking  it for a M art ian  t r ipod.
In Lawrence,  Kansas, the day after The Day A fter , some 
residents drive a round  town,  heaters blar ing,  making  a tour  of the 
landmarks that  they had watched ,  just the night  before, be obl i t er ­
ated on ABC. T h e y  park,  and  stay pu t ,  for qui te  a while.
•  •  •
1 should admi t  that  the choice to linger on Pentheus is mine. At the 
House  of the Vettii, in add i t ion  to seeing a man  about  to be r ipped 
into pieces, we could gaze upon  a fresco o f  a finch eyebal ling some 
cherries, a m o n o c h r o m e  panel o f  deer. T h e r e ’s a Cup id ,  rodeo ­
like, r iding a crab; there's a w om an  r iding a man.  Here is Leander 
splashing toward Hero  in her tower; elsewhere, an eel-crowded sea.
P?xcept now that  w e re  here, now that  w e re  look ing. . .
In the fresco depic t ing  Pentheus dea th,  the Maenads  have
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only just reached their king, and their work hasn’t star ted yet. His 
flesh, however, cracked and haded with age, is already hilling apart.  
It’s as if, even though w ha t ’s to come hasn’t yet begun, the ruin was 
there all along.
W ha t  else to expect when the name Pentheus means 
“G r i e r  ? What  chance does Grief  have against  Bacchus, O ne-Born-  
of-Fire, the Thunderer ,  the Roarer?
•  •  •
At C a m p  Manatoc ,  in a muggy August  heat, hopped  up on sho t ­
gun-chugged M ounta in  Dew, we were hard at work.  Just the week 
before, all of us had watched, in the first PG-13  movie ever made, 
Russians parachute into the a u tu m n  fields o f  Colo rado ,  followed 
by ragtag, hear t throb,  Brat Pack kids taking to the hills and  becom ­
ing I he Wolverines, America’s feral last chance. Faking our  cues 
from Red Dawn's guerrilla whoop-ass,  we too w ou ldn ’t rest until  
we’d s tymied the en-route  Soviets.
O r  at least that  was part  o f  it. Did we actually th ink  there 
were canteen-poisoning Com m ies  on the loose? We weren’t s tupid.  
Fry instead an off-the-leash, on-the-loose,  pr imal  fest a la Lord o f  
the Flies.
By day, we saluted in our  beige Boy Scout  shirts and 
fudged the Lark’s Head knot .  By night,  long after lights out ,  we 
whittled sticks into makeshift  spears, dug pits we disguised with 
a thin crosshatch of kindling,  and, best o f  all, fashioned tree tops 
with nails and thorns, then bent  the s lender t runks to the ground,  
rigging them with hair-trigger fishing line laced across the path.
•  •  •
In the woods,  with the ease of pul ling back a bow, Bacchus bends 
the top of a pine down to the dark earth below. Pentheus, having 
been told by the god that  this is the best place to watch,  nestles 
himself into the branches before the tree s traightens again, inch by 
inch rising into sky.
Despi te the care with which the man settles into the tree, the 
slow way in which the branches allow him to ascend, i t’s not  long be­
fore the god permits his followers to gl impse him and  attack on cue.
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I hcy see the man  in the t ree and  begin hack in g  at its 
t runk ,  and  a l though  soon e nough  the Messenger  in Eurip ides  play 
will be back in Thebes ,  exp la in ing  that  after  Pentheus  was torn  to 
bits, Bacchus m ade  a l ight  o f  holy fire appear  in the sky, no one  
who is l is tening to the s tory will un d e rs t a n d  wha t  that  means.
•  •  •
W h e n  Kansas C i ty  is destroyed,  the re ’s p len ty  of flames and  t u m ­
bl ing debris.  T h e r e  are crowds  sw arm ing  streets,  blue sky t u rn in g  
black, bu i ld ings  that  s imply  disappear .
And each t im e  the scene slips f rom color  to black and  whi te ,  i t ’s 
footage taken from those Nevada deser t  tests -  actual cook ie -cu t te r  
homes ,  wa te r  towers , and  tanks  buck l ing  in a f renzy o f  metal  and  
t imber;  pines  b e n d in g  in-synch as the shockwave  arrives, their  tops 
arcing dow n  to the earth .
And  some o f  the shr ieking  mobs  are taken from two years 
before,  bor rowed  from a film a bou t  an assassin lurking  in the game 
day s tad ium. Some o f  the blasts and  rain of metal  -  how quick ly  
ca ta s trophe  can slip into collage -  com e  from the scene in Meteor 
when a glowing  orb  p lu m m e t s  d ow n ,  m ak ing  New York bui ldings,  
against  a c r im son  back-l ight ,  c ru m p le  like pap ie r -m ache .  I here 
are ea r th - r e n d in g  rocks from D am nation Alley , and ,  in a t echn ique  
bor rowed  from Star Irek II: Wrath of Khan, some o f  the m u s h ­
room clouds are m ade  from ink p lunged  into a water  t ank  and  then 
f i lmed upside down .  And  some o f  the ruin is taken from Superman, 
a film in which  the hero c a n n o t  bear  to lose the w o m a n  he loves, 
and  so loops the ear th  in a coun te rclockwise  s treak unt il  t ime 
moves in reverse: rocks tu m b le  uphi ll ,  a gap ing  dam  seals shut ,  
and Lois Lane’s car rises, resurrected,  unc rushed ,  f rom a crack in 
the ear th ,  and  every th ing  that  day that  was b roken  and  rent is no 
longer  broken  or  rent.
•  •  •
Feigned terror  coached by that  zeppel in  in flames; gov e rn m e n t  
footage inte rwoven with disaster-fl ick schlock.  I here ’s a p laque  on 
the edge of a G rove r ’s Mill field, c o m m e m o r a t i n g  the M a r t i a n ’s 
landing.  T h e r e ’s Jason Robards shuff l ing  back h o m e  th rough  flur-
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ries of p a in ted  cornf lakes  m e a n t  to be n u c lea r  ash,  su rv ey in g  a dec i ­
m a ted  Kansas C i ty  tha t  is, in fact,  not  M is so ur i  at  all, h u t  a spliced-  
in p a n o r a m a  of H i ro sh im a .
A n d  still o n e  m o re  f rom the  pre-spl ice ,  p re -b ro adcas t
world:
Marcus  Crassus ,  aka “M oneybags , '  h o p i n g  to ex p a n d  his 
Syrian lands,  h o p i n g  to he k n o w n  for bat t lef ie ld  g lo ry  as m u c h  as 
his real es tate zeal, w a d ed  t h r o u g h  the  E uphra te s ,  an d ,  in an ac t  o f  
reckless ch u tzp a h ,  a t tacked .  T h e r e  was m u c h ,  however,  he  d i d n ’t 
an t ic ipat e  -  nam el y  his newly m u t i n o u s  m en  an d  the  never-miss  
archery  o f  the  Pa r th ians  -  an d  it w a sn ’t long  before  the  R o m a n  
general  was n ego t i a t ing  the  te rm s  o f  his su rr end er .  T h e n ,  desp i t e  
the  o rc hes t ra ted  cease-fire,  P lu t a rch  tells us, there  was a scuffle in 
wh ich  Crassus  was killed.
Before long,  a m o c k  process ional  was un de rw ay .  T h e  vic­
to r ious  soldiers dressed o n e  of the i r  o w n  in drag,  p r e t e n d i n g  it was 
M oneybags  h im se l f  an d  -  f lanked by camels,  a c c o m p a n i e d  by lutes,  
car ry ing spear tips heavy wi th  pieces o f  the  h a c k e d - u p  b o d y  -  be l ­
lowed songs  a b o u t  R o m a n s  as cowards  a n d  girls.
W h e n  the  Parth  ian King,  a great  fan o f  Gre eks  plays,  o r ­
dered up so m e  ce lebra to ry  E ur i p ides ,  he d ec id ed  he w o u l d  gr an t  
his t ro phy-c o rp se  a s t ar ing  role. As the  a c to r  p laying the  m o t h e r  o f  
Pen theus  swaggered o n t o  the  s tage an d  spoke  his l ines -  “ We br ing  
f rom the  m o u n t a i n  / A tendr i l  f r esh -cu t  to the  palace,  / A w o n d e r ­
ful p r e y ’ -  he held h igh the  severed head o f  G enera l  Crassus  before 
hu r l ing  it, t r i u m p h a n t ,  across the  room .
•  •  •
I here is, of course,  no  t u r n i n g  back,  a l t h o u g h  h o w  of t en  we need 
to be told.
C a d m u s ,  the  fo u n d e r  o f  1 hebes,  g r a n d f a t h e r  to Pentheus ,  
is t ry ing to m ake  clear to Agave w h a t  was d o n e  in the  w oods ,  w h a t  
now c a n n o t  be u n d o n e .  She h a sn ’t yet  t r ied to reassemble  her  s o n ’s 
severed flesh, an d  Bacchus  h a s n t  yet  cu rsed t h e m  all, t u r n i n g  som e 
in to serpents ,  som e  in to  exiled hordes  w h o ,  in cycles o f  wa r  tha t  
never end ,  will be forced to a t t ac k cit ies they  love. For  now,  C a d m u s  
is s im ply  t ry ing  to make Agave see w h a t  she clasps in her  hands .
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Please, he asks her, inch ing her hack, look for a m o m e n t  at
the sky.
She glances up, hu t  doesn’t see a thing.
Why,  she asks, still ho ld ing  the severed head o f  her son, 
would you want  me to look at the sky?
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